206                           PAUL GAUGUIN
December opened as badly as the preceding months. Gauguin
again could see a penniless new year, continued silence from
Chaudet and a permanent lack of funds* De Monfreid tried to
encourage him to keep going, to tenir la cape, to close-reef, but
Gauguin reminded him in his quality of seaman, that one
does not close-reef, nor lie-to, unless one can rig the fore-
staysail and the spanker, "I have looked in vain/' he said,
"in the sail-room for these bits of canvas and I cannot find
them/' He was still unable to obtain bread, but sometimes his
vabint was able to catch fresh-water shrimps and to bring back
from the mountains guavas and mangoes that ripened at this
season. The decision that he had once taken and once post-
poned could not now be postponed again. If no money came
from Chaudet by the January mail-boat, he was determined
to carry out his decision and to kill himself then. His health
was again much improved, so that the chances of Nature doing
for him soon what he wished were as far off as before.
During the month that preceded the arrival of the January
mail, he worked on a big picture that he had long had in mind.
He scarcely slept, painting until the light failed and beginning
again as soon as the sun had risen. He wished to have finished
the canvas, an immense panel more than 146:. 6in. long and
5ft. 6in. high, in case Chaudet did in fact send nothing and he
found himself obliged to carry out his resolve. There was little
chance he knew of money from any other source.
He had not enough canvas of good quality, so he was obliged
to employ a rough sacking that was full of knots and faults.
He worked with an uncontrolled passion, altering nothing, nor
needing to do so, feeling the whole of his energy and the
justification of his way of painting pass into the picture. He
followed no rules. The composition came from his mind, and
he needed no models nor any carefully drawn and thought-out
sketches*
He finished the canvas in time. The January mail brought
him nothing, no letter even. The future that he had foreseen
was again before him and the time had finally come for carrying